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Chapter | 


Author's Notes: 

This was a story | wrote back in 2018 for national novel writing month, but it's been sitting on my thumb 
drive since then, though, and | never revisited it. | got the idea for it from a prompt fic from this past Friday, 
whereby | wrote a ficlet about Eric, Alex, and Greg being vampires and | thought, "oh, this is cool! lll expand on 
it at some point." 


Vampire alternate universe set in the Souls of Black era with ghosts, ghouls, evil spirits, the devil, occultism, 


and a truckload of mentions to Jewish, Mexican, and Native American traditions involved. 


It is going to be rather bloody and violent, though, so.. proceed with caution. 


| am most myself when I'm alone or with someone | love. That's what Vincent told me whenever he and | were 


alone together, and that's what I've realized now that he's gone. 


He was going to be mine forever. | still remember the day we met each other in freshman year of high 


school: | was the new girl, recently moved to San Francisco from Sacramento, where my kid sister Abby and | 


were born and raised, and in the middle of the school year. We moved to be closer to my Nana Iverson, who 
had been recently widowed as my Grandpa Lou died of a brain tumor: my dad also picked up a job there on the 
coast with his brother, my Uncle Phil. It made sense that we all had to be together for the time being, but | 
never believed that | would live there all the way to the first year of my twenties. 


| took the bus to school and | remember taking the seat at the front for the remainder of eighth grade. | 
spent the summer going to the beach with Abby on the days she didn't play softball. It was on the first day 
of high school when | boarded the bus and took the front seat behind the bus driver. | sat down next to this 
tall slender boy with wavy dark brown hair down to his shoulders, a perfectly straight nose, and a handsome 
heart shaped face: he was striking compared to me, my short stature, and my straight black hair and sharp 
blue eyes. He smelled clean and soapy, as if he had just stepped out of the shower. 


He asked me if | was new to San Francisco and | told him, "somewhat... we moved here in March, but I've 


visited here numerous times." 


He then introduced himself as Vincent West, and | in turn introduced myself to him as Lilian Blackstone, but 
everyone knew me as Lily. He had the deepest passion for music, even from that young age. His face lit up 
when he told me he had been playing drums and guitar since he was eight years old, but he wasn't all that 


much of a singer. | told him | had no idea if | wanted to go into fine art or be a journalist like my mom. 


He loved heavy metal whereas | was always more of a pop music lover, but it was within two bus rides when 
he had introduced me to Metallica, Megadeth, Black Sabbath, Led Zeppelin, and Jimi Hendrix; | started to warm 
up to hard rock when he played Heart's song “Crazy On You" for me on his little red acoustic guitar. Vincent 

promised to get me Metallica's album Master of Puppets for my next birthday; | never saw anyone more 


excited when | told him my birthday was on the tenth of December, two weeks before Christmas. 


| played it on my disc player every day after school, even on the days when my parents got into the most 
heated arguments | had heard in my life. Every day for the next four years. My parents' marriage crumbled 
and collapsed over the course of four whole years, and yet Abby and | bonded with Vincent every step of the 
way, to which we bonded over music and writing. He did, however, appreciate how my mother was a black 


woman and she stood for herself against my father and the way in which his family treated her. 


Indeed, by the senior year, it came to a point in which | had the butterflies inside of my stomach every time | 


saw him in the front of the bus. 


Prior to then, neither of us wanted a relationship and neither of us believed it was the real thing until my 
parents divorced in October and | needed to speak to someone about everything that was happening. Abby and | 
stayed with him and his mom for a whole month to escape the shouting matches which, to this day, still 
haunt my nightmares. | brought most of my music and my journal to the house, Abby, however, seemed 
unfazed by the separation, but then on the other hand, most things never bothered her. | stayed in the guest 


bedroom with my journal rested upon my lap and the door closed. 


He offered to sleep next to me in the queen sized bed, and he explained it was to keep me company. He 
elaborated on that he didn't like how | always shut myself away from everyone when there was so much that 
| could in fact do in my parents’ wake. | reluctantly took up the offer; but on the first night, he told me | am 
most myself when I'm alone, or with someone | love, which was why he wanted to lay with me. | soon figured 


that he saw it in me before | was even aware of it. 


Thus, the feel of his hand on my back and then onto my shoulder made me wonder if he liked me more than a 
friend. The next thing | knew, | felt the soft smooth skin on his stomach against my back. 


That was only the first night he slept next to me underneath those soft cotton sheets. He did it every night, 
lightly touching my body and holding me close to him. Vincent confessed to me that he admired how | was 
always able to pull up the straps on my shoulders and fall asleep in spite of everything happening. 


| spent every night with him until Dad told Abby and me to come home, to the other side of town with Uncle 
Phil and Nana Iverson. Even after we had returned home, Vincent still wanted to lay next to me. While we were 
walking down the school hallway, he loomed next to my ear and whispered that he loved me, a whisper over a 
crowd of noisy high school students. The two of us nestled next to each other in the front seat on the way 
home from school. Even when our names were on opposite sides of the roster, we still nestled up next to one 


another after graduation. 


We had been dating for a full year following high school when he showed me that ring with the big shiny 
diamond at the center of it all. 


We planned to tie the knot on the first day of spring, three months after my nineteenth birthday and two 
months before his twentieth birthday, and nearly two years after graduation. Abby was going to be my 
bridesmaid and Mom my matron of honor. Vincent had convinced me that the wedding would help my parents 
reconcile with one another after | told him they both took me out to look for dresses over Labor Day weekend. 
Even after all the fights and the vow that neither of them could in fact reconcile it all at the very end, they 
still took me out for dresses; Mom would look absolutely stunning in that white matron dress, contrasted 
against her smooth black skin. 


Dad advised me to hold off until the spring time as anything could happen between the end of summer and the 
big day. In retrospect, I'm glad he told me that. 


It was like any other day in December. | set aside about an hour to helping out around the house: | folded my 
laundry and put it into the top dresser drawer. | remember the last thing | looked at before | closed the 
drawer was my black long sleeved blouse with the low neckline, a shirt that he absolutely loved. | sighed 
through my nose and placed my hands on top of the dresser as | thought of the moment he and | would dance 
together. | stared at the little red rose pendant he had given me as a graduation gift along with my black tie 
bracelet: both of which lay there all coiled up on the surface of the dresser. | stared at my engagement ring 
on the third finger on my left hand: a small blood red stone lined with a slender stripe of black set upon a 
silver ring. | paid no attention to the phone ringing in the kitchen downstairs. 


| closed my eyes and focused on the thought of Vincent himself in his tuxedo. Everything on the back of my 
eyelids went black for a moment until the song "Blackbird" by the Beatles began playing in my mind. He only 
played it for me once on his acoustic, but it came to mind right then Mom's muted voice floated up to the 
second level right then. As the song played like a broken record inside of my mind, | started paying more 
attention to her voice and why it sounded muffled. She had her hand cupped over her mouth. 


Why does she sound like that, | wonder? | asked myself. That was before a strange tugging sensation emerged 
in the pit of my stomach. | opened my eyes and stared on at the top of the dresser and my engagement ring. 


"Lily!" she shouted upstairs: the sound of her voice cut through me like a knife. Her voice hardly ever sounded 
like that, too: the only time it did sound like that was during her angry, loud fights with Dad before they filed 


for divorce. 


| lunged for the door. | poked my head out to the hallway. Silence filled my ears. The tugging feeling in my 
stomach only persisted. 


"Lily!" she called out again, this time with a break in her voice. | swallowed and took a step forward. | took 
another step, followed by another, and another, and the next thing | knew, | was at the top of the stairs. | 
stared down into the living room and the entrance of the kitchen; Mom stepped out with a disgusted look on 
her face and the black cordless phone in her hand. My eyes widened; the back of my throat felt parched and 
dry right then. 


"What-What happened?" | managed to squeak out. She closed her eyes before pushing a few tendrils of black 
hair back off from her brow. | heard her sigh through her nose. 


"Vincent called off the wedding," she told me in a low voice. "He never explained it, either. Just-he picked up and 
left. Everything we've worked for is now for nothin’. In fact, his mother Maxine found a piece of paper on the 
front door that read ‘ta me i maonair' She figured out it said ‘| am alone’ in Gaelic." She sniffled once again. "No 


explanation. Nothing. Just-he left" 


Everything | knew about the world dissipated into smoke. The love of my life, my rock, my anchor, my dark 
knight had packed up and left me at the altar like a dumb idiot. | would have to undo everything and start 


from scratch. 


But nothing faced me on like the phone call later that night. His car had been found, rolled over the railing, 
outside of Vallejo, and mere feet from the water. Wherever he headed, he never got too far from home. 


| couldn't listen to any music for days, at least not until Mrs. West picked out a spot in the cemetery and 
began selling Vincent's instruments and clothing. Before the ceremony, | hummed "Blackbird" to myself as | tied 
on the pendant and the bracelet, and brushed my hair. Even though he would never see me again, | wanted to 
look nice for him. The man who left me behind and then was buried alive near Sulphur Springs. Buried alive 


under sulfur. 


During the eulogy, | said some words but none of them made any sense whatsoever. They all bled together no 
matter what | said aloud. | stared up at the cold gray sky and the thick bank of San Francisco fog over the 
ocean as the pallbearers lowered his casket into the dark earth. | zoned out as the polished black headstone 
erected before the site of the grave with the words etched on the front for all the world to see: 


"Vincent Oliver West, May 20, M68 - December | 188 
Rising star, loving boyfriend and son, lonely soul 
| took one look at the stone for the words to engrave themselves into my brain 


The funeral and the memorial both took place two weeks before Christmas, right before my birthday on the 
tenth no less, so of course | wasn't in any kind of mood to be celebratory. Every piece of tinsel, every 
ornament, every Christmas carol, it all reminded me of him. | spent New Year's Eve alone cuddled on the couch 
under a blanket when | could only think of the kiss Vincent and | planned to share together. The kiss we were 
supposed to share together. 


| had to return my wedding dress to the shop but | kept both engagement rings for myself. The feel of the 
red stone against my fingertips only kissed me with the feeling of cold, the feeling of losing the love of my life. 
| placed them in a black box in the bottom drawer of my dresser and | decided to not even go anywhere near 
that drawer ever again It wasn't like | kept anything in there, either. | knew that when | put those rings away 
that was the first step to my letting go of Vincent. It came to a point in which | could speak about him to 


everyone without feeling my throat close up at the very mention of his name. 


In fact, around Valentine's Day, Mom and Dad both suggested | attend one of the little community colleges 
there in town come the autumn. | agreed with them, too, as at that point, spring was coming. | could sprout 
along with the green leaves and the rhododendrons against the gray sky. | knew Vincent would want me to pull 
up the straps on my shoulders and move forth no matter what happened. Abby suggested | enroll as "Mark 
Blackstone" because she liked to refer to me as Mark given the beauty mark on my chin, but | talked her out 
of it because | foresaw her confusing me with her new best friend, Mark Osequeda, a tall lanky long haired 


Filipino boy who lived down the street from her and Dad. 


| decided to spend that summer trading between staying with Mom, who lived in Sausalito, and Dad, who lived 
closer to Vallejo, and Nana Iverson and Uncle Phil. 


My Uncle Phil was a homely man, not very tall and not much to look at. When he was younger, he used to 
have long wavy espresso colored hair down past his shoulders and a cute little stubble of a mustache over a 
heart shaped face. His beady black eyes only grew beadier with time and age; and after my mom and dad split 
up, he began losing his hair, which at the time, had been cut short but long enough for a comb over. 


By the time Abby and | considered staying at the Iverson house in lieu of living with Mom, and | made it clear 
that | had nowhere to go, he had lost enough hair all around his head that it only grew out in small shoots at 
the base of his neck. And by the time we moved in, he had shaved all of his hair off and decided it be for the 


best if he kept it off. He often had dark circles underneath his eyes, only accentuated by a lack of sleep and 
too much caffeine in his system courtesy of my dad's second job. His mustache eventually grew out into this 


odd umbrella shape right under his pointed nose. 


Even though he drank enough coffee and consumed enough caffeine to satisfy myself, Abby, our parents, and 
our Aunt Marie, he walked very slowly as if he was waiting for something to happen at that moment. His 
limbs, which were long and lanky, swayed about as if they were made of paper. After Abby and | moved into 
the Iverson house, he would leave at strange times of the day and leave the house to the two of us and Nana 


Iverson. Dad was home probably all of a few hours, especially once he took his second job as a mechanic. 


Nana Iverson on the other hand, was a short scrawny lady with a short bob of silvery hair with stray black 
and white hairs embedded within and a round little face. Even well into her eighties, she still had a smile with 
sweet rosy blushes in her cheeks. She never wore a cross but she did swear by it, and her prayers only 
pronounced after Grandpa Lou's passing, and she began to turn to God more so following. She wanted Abby and 
me to join her congregation before Armageddon came, and she asked us several times to join, and even though 


| always turned her down and Abby vowed some thought, she persisted. 


She was the one who decided to have Grandpa Lou cremated but it was Uncle Phil who decided to separate his 
ashes four ways amongst her, himself, my dad, and Aunt Marie, the latter of whom had quite the surprise 


when she opened up the package with an urn containing my grandpa's ashes. 


The Wests’ little brick house was nestled in the scraggly dark trees, about three blocks from the three story 
pale brick estate, but | never paid any attention to the house even as we drove by. All seemed well when | 
knew | would have to face the first of December head on. The day was going to come for me-no stopping of 


the passing of time, but | need not let the mood of the day and the pervading thought of my dead boyfriend 


overcome me. It was about to be the holiday season and my twentieth birthday soon. 


It took me hours of contemplation and playing Master of Puppets ad nauseam before | could convince myself 


that | must not think bad thoughts following Thanksgiving break. 


| did what | could to keep my mind off of it once the first of the month arrived and we held a little memorial 
at the estate in his honor. Abby lit a candle for him; Nana Iverson, Uncle Phil, and Dad participated in a group 
prayer; | wore the pendant and the tie bracelet. The last song | played into my ears was in fact "Blackbird" 
from the Beatles, and then | stepped out to the living room. Before | did anything, | closed my eyes and 
pictured those little black birds in the background: why we had nothing for the Day of the Dead was beyond 
me, especially since it made far more sense than on the anniversary of his passing. Something hot burned on 
the back of my eyelids all the while. | then clung to every drain of Paul's voice and that ethereal simple guitar 
line. Soon, | neatly folded up the ear buds and set them in the dresser drawer. 


Mom even came over for the memorial; Dad gave her a halfhearted hug in the process: | could cut the 
tension between her and Uncle Phil with a knife as | watched them on the other side of the room. | remained 
on the edge of the room on the window seat with the song stuck in my head and gazed out at the gray 
overhead. | wanted rain. | wanted it to rain for Vincent, and | wanted it to rain for me, but California had 


become far too cold and dry for such an event. Far too cold and dry for even a consolation by my own family 
in the same there. | climbed to my feet and locked myself up in my room afterwards, but that was all | could 
recall from that day. My train of thought unraveled with each passing transient minute; | knew there was 


something terribly wrong. 


Over Christmas break, Dad, Nana Iverson, and Uncle Phil convinced Abby and me to live with them as | could 
scarcely pay attention to anything around us on my own. The only other problem was the commute to school: 
from Mom's house, Abby and | could walk to the high school together. | then took the further distance to the 
city college. The only good part out of our living situation was we got to share bunk beds; but otherwise, we 
now would have to take the city bus and she would have to walk to school alone. Of course, this didn't sit well 
with her who, even though she was fifteen, she still enjoyed the walk to school with me. 


"Why can't we just stay with Mom!" | heard her declare from the other room. 


"Because you need a better home," Uncle Phil snapped. "| don't trust your mom. At least, not anymore. So you 


have to stay with us." 
“But Uncle Phil-" 
"No excuses, Abigail. Now get ready for school-the bus comes at five minutes to the hour" 


That also happened to be the first time | heard him call her by her full name, too: before that morning, he 
had always referred to her as Abby, spunky little Abby in her baseball cap and a twinkle in her eye. There she 
was on this foggy morning, complete with a grumble to herself on the walk to the bus stop on the corner, 
about a block from the Iverson estate. Two blocks down the street stood the West house, which, from what | 


had heard, was now vacant. 
Much like her son, Mrs. West had moved away somewhere without another word. 


"| don't know, Lily," Abby confessed as we lingered next to the cold silvery metal bench and underneath the 
glass awning even though the Bay Area was dry as a bone at that point. | shivered under my peacoat: | peeked 
down into the collar of the coat to see the very top of my Black Sabbath shirt. All of my music shirts as well 


as my nice blouses in Vincent's honor. All of them with pride. 


| huddled next to her when she shivered in the cold breeze. She had her book bag on her other side so | could 


come closer to her. 


Every word Uncle Phil had said rang through my mind. | often heard him say "I don't trust Janet, | don't trust 
her anymore..” under his breath as he would stride down the hallway and past mine and Abby's room as if he 
was losing his mind, or | heard him say it when he thought we were out of earshot. | never understood why 
he had to do that, and albeit whenever the two of us were within range of him. Dad never mentioned it to me 
after we had moved into the estate. Then again, a lot of that had to do with the fact he took a second part 


time job after Christmas break and so | hardly ever saw him except for one hour in the afternoon when | 


came home. Apparently Uncle Phil lost his job, and since Nana needed more assistance from her deteriorating 
eyesight, Dad wore the pants in the family. So whenever | wanted to bring it up to him, he was already 
halfway out the door. 


It came to a point | barely saw him, and | knew | wasn't going to see him at all with a full schedule. We lived in 
the same house and yet we hardly saw one another. It also came to a point that, by the time school started 
again, | began wondering if Uncle Phil did it by choice or if it became involuntary. 


| peered down the dark barren street before us. We were early, and much like how my grandpa always liked to 
be early. We always referred to him as Grandpa Lou, or Grandpa Loud given he had such a bold voice and a 


big laugh. 


Lewis Ulfred Blackstone was a gentleman who could tell Abby and me anything about all things nuclear science 
or mathematics. Some of my first memories in the Bay Area included Nana Iverson walking into the dining 
room at the sight of myself and Abby at the table with him during breakfast, wherein he would throw 
offhand notes about a breeder reactor or complex equations beyond our comprehension at us, and yet we took 
them all in like a pair of sponges. | always wondered if that was why Abby developed such a deep love of her 
classes even though she never admitted to it to her teammates, or any of the boys on the other softball 
team. My dad often told me that he would have liked Vincent because he was so engrossed by all he loved. 
After that day, | wasn't too sure about that in the wake of Vincent leaving me behind without any explanation. 


| glanced over at Abby on the bench next to me and with her hands stuffed into her coat pockets. She 
shivered more; | nestled even closer to her. Dry as a bone, even with the incoming fog bank off in the distance. 
She glanced over at something on the top of the bench, and | followed her gaze. A tiny bright green inch worm 


crawled along the top edge towards the far corner. 


Abby took out her hand from her pocket and careful not to frighten the creature, she stuck out her index 
finger to it. The inch worm lingered there in mid crawl as she approached it; she pulled away from me to come 
face to face with the worm. Her head blocked my view but then she turned and showed me that bright green 


inch worm upon her index finger. | squirmed a bit even though it was harmless. 


One time, about two months before Vincent passed away and summer still lingered even though it was autumn 
at that point, Uncle Phil searched something in the garage while upon my grandpa's work bench and he felt 
something brush against him. He swore he heard Grandpa Lou's voice in his ear. Even though Nana vowed that 
ghosts did not exist given the Lord's wishes, there was a blank space next to him, as well as a big black 
emperor scorpion about the size of my entire hand on the shelf about a foot from the side of his head. Dad 
and Abby both had to beg him not to buy poison for it, and she promised him emperors were friendly and the 
most harmless of species. It took some time but Abby guided the scorpion back outside to the late summer 


sun with a piece of paper and an empty mayonnaise jar. 


But ever since that time, my skin itches at the sight of anything with more than six legs. Something caught 
my eye. | glanced up and the big white and blue bus lumbered towards us from down the street. 


"How ‘bout we put our little friend down here in the grass," | suggested with a point to the patch of bright 
green grass on the other side of the glass. As she did that, | stood up and adjusted the strap on my courier 
bag. | then watched her crouch down before the grass and the worm inched onto a blade of grass right as the 
bus rolled up to the curb. | reached took my ID out of my jeans pocket: apparently, Abby and | could ride for 
free if we just proved to the drivers that we were students. 


| showed the heavyset driver just that and, before | took my seat near the front, | waited there at the front 
for Abby. She scrambled up the black steps and showed him her card before she followed me to the hard 
blue seats up against the wall of the bus. The double doors squeaked closed and we started down the street. 


She breathed out a loud sigh 

"You okay?" | asked her. 

"OF course," she replied "You know, | just-I just felt like doing that" 

| put my arm around her to keep her close to me. She still shivered right under her coat 


| glanced up at the windows across from us at the houses whizzing past us. | thought about Vincent for the 
whole trip to school. His memory still remained with me so much that | had to check my left hand to make 
sure | had removed my engagement ring, something | hadn't done in weeks. The two of us stayed silent all the 


way to school: we both got off into the cold morning sun, and Abby took the rest of the way all alone. 


| had a two and a half hour report writing class first thing in the morning, followed by one hour to myself and 
then a one hour history class around midday, and the day was finished off with two hours of creative writing. 
All the writing in the world to keep me busy, but none of it could change the way | felt within. Regardless, | 
wanted to be a journalist like my mother. | needed to turn the page. 


Since Today was the first day of school, all ten of us took a head count before we were released with the 
syllabus in hand two hours early. | inserted it into my big black binder and thought about everything | needed 
for the class. | dreaded the thought of asking because | could already hear Uncle Phil's response, about how we 
needed to cling onto every penny from my grandpa's estate. My dad worked two jobs and yet therein lay a 


worry about money. | had no idea what | was going to do right then as | walked to my next writing class. 


| hung out on the hard wooden benches outside of the classroom door. | took off my courier bag and rubbed 


my nose. | opened up my bag to search for something, but | had no idea what | was looking for inside of there. 


My fingertips ran over something smooth resting next to my binder: | glanced down to find it was a black 
journal. | had entirely forgotten about it at that point and | started to wonder how it found its way there. | 


caressed the spine before lifting it out from the inside of the courier bag. This was Vincent's journal. 


| remember he often kept song lyrics and ideas in there but he also kept things that | had no idea about 
whatsoever, private thoughts that | had no desire to intrude upon even with him gone. | kept it there resting 


in my lap for what felt like a hundred years until a girl's voice startled me. 


‘Is this Mrs. Robinson's writing class?" 


The sound of her voice startled me so much that | let go of the journal and it fell onto the floor. | glanced up 


at her, and her raised eyebrows, and the concerned expression upon her face. 

"| think so?" | replied. 

It's canceled," she told me with a straight face. 

"Oh, damn" | had to take the bus home early now. | packed it all in and stood back up before her. 

"Yeah, first day of school and she had to cancel," said the girl with a shrug of her shoulders. 

"Why didn't she say anything, though?" 

"Well, she called me-I'm her aide-and she explained that she had to have an emergency surgery on her knees. | 
guess she had a bad fall at home a couple of days ago and the pain never went away. Now she has to undergo 
surgery." 

"Wow! But-thank you, though." 


She walked with me back out to the parking lot, but | had to hurry given | spotted the bus right up the block 
from there. | skidded to a stop before the bench itself and | took out my card once more. The sun shone over 


my head against a low bank of San Francisco fog, but it was still cold and dry as a bone outside. 
| boarded the crowded bus with a bit of haste and | took the first seat next to the boy near the front there. 
"Was this spot taken?" | asked him, out of breath. 


‘Oh, no," he promised me in a big bold voice. The guitar case next to him fell towards my knees but he caught 


it just in time. 
"Oh, my gosh, I'm sorry," he said with a crooked little smile on his face. 


He had long frizzy jet black hair down around his shoulders: it hugged the sides of his face, but at the crown 
of his head stood a little tuft of near white hair about the size of my ring finger. He had a lovely round face 
of milky skin but a prominent brow and nose; despite the cold of the day, he wore a white shirt with the collar 
cut off so it showed off more of his collar bones. He had four bracelets on his left wrist: three of red, 
orange, and black, and one with beads in those same colors. Even though | could tell he was still very much a 


boy, he was steely eyed and serious in expression. 


"Aren't you cold?" | asked him, to which he shook his head. 


"| was born and raised here," he explained, "so it doesn't bother me in the very least." | eyed his guitar case 


next to him. 
"Are you a musician?" | asked him, and he nodded his head. 


"Lead guitarist in a legitimate band," he replied with a straight face. "We released our third album just a few 


months ago." 

"Third!" | echoed him. 

"Yeah, we've only been around three years, though. Well, three years under our current name, anyways. We 
had to change the name otherwise it was a no go for us. We're not making any money, either—why l'm riding 


the bus and not stylin’ in a white limo." 


The bus lumbered a stop right then and he clutched onto the case so it wouldn't fall over again. He glanced 
over at him with his light, but deep set eyes wide with concern. 


"You alright?" | chuckled at him. 


"Oh, yeah. Sometimes it's kinda cumbersome, especially on a big bus like this." He talked out of the corner of 


his mouth, and all the while he showed me his little crooked teeth. Still very much like a boy. 
‘lm Lily," | told him. 


"l'm Alex," he introduced himself with that pensive look still on his face. "You from around here? | think I've 


seen you around here a few times before." 


"Sacramento. | moved here before high school and then | took some time off. | just decided to go to school 


because | need to. | wanna be a journalist so my parents goaded me into it" 

"I thought about going to school but | thought, nah. Music is where my heart is." 
"My ex boyfriend loved music," | told him. "Like he loved it. He was a guitarist, too." 
"Your ex you said?" 


"Yeah. We were engaged for a bit and then he broke it off last fall. And then-not even a few hours later, he 


was killed in a car accident." 


"Oh, god-l'm so sorry." 


‘Ive been kind of a recluse since then, too. So-forgive me, but | haven't really been in a public place as much 


in the past several months." 


"| know exactly what you mean. When | was in school, | was a recluse for a long time because | felt different 


from everyone else-coming back into the world at large can feel like a culture shock." 


Right at that moment, he clutched onto his guitar case again and the bus doors squeaked open. Two girls 
boarded right then, both of them in heavy dark sweaters and large black rubber boots. | knew it wasn't the 
Graves sisters, twin sisters on Abby's softball team, but they definitely reminded of them with the identical 


way in which they stood before us given the overloaded nature of the bus, and their identical appearance. 


"Like drinking a bunch of water and trying to walk," Alex joked to them, and they both burst out laughing at 


him. 


| knew | was going to meet more people from that point on out, but at the same time | also knew | was going 


to go right back to that boy with the guitar case on his back. 


